Introduction
In Romania, in 2011, according to the National Education Law no. 1/2011 (Art. 193), the Ministry of Education, Research, Youth and Sports, through the Executive Unit for Financing Higher Education, Research, Development and Innovation (UEFISCDI), carried out an evaluation of universities and study programs in order to classify universities and build a hierarchy of program studies [1] . The evaluation and ranking criteria were established in accordance with a methodology approved by Government Decision no. 789/2011. The universities were classified as: universities centred on education, education and scientific research universities and education and advanced research universities. Although (due to a legal challenge by the universities who felt wronged by this assessment!) the classification was dropped after two years, the hierarchy fit every university in one of three categories and each study program in one of five categories, starting from "a" (considered nearest to research) and ending with "e", considered on the verge of not being allowed to continue its educational program. The classification, much contested by some universities that saw their reputation damaged after the publication of the results, required a (legal) solution to the initial dilemma: "What is the most important role of universities in economic life? Education or research".
The authors believe that the approach of authorities in Romania in charge with the university world obviously had positive and negative effects, the space being insufficient for a comprehensive analysis of the subject. Obviously, the main role played by this classification was: this is the Romanian higher education at the moment! Of course no one states, especially the objectors who prevailed in court, that these classifications are entirely real. An example is that four Romanian universities were ranked between 600-700 in the world hierarchy; the first three were category I (of the 12 in this category) and the fourth was category II (it is true, the first in this category) in the Romanian hierarchy [2-10]. There was no previous attempt to "take the pulse" of higher education until then or after, so we have to admit that this study is valid. The authors approach is to boost and encourage performance, competitiveness, the desire to do research, the desire to remain in the system and to continue the activity, although material satisfactions are far from satisfactory in Romanian universities. There are no clear solutions, but there are examples, and that is what we are trying to achieve through this paper.
The 12 "Pillars of Competitiveness" and the Role of Universities in Increasing the Competitiveness of National Economies
In 1999, Michael Porter of Harvard Business School introduced microeconomic factors into the effort [11] . Over time, the GCI synthesized macroeconomic and microeconomic variables into a granular but holistic framework. Xavier Sala-i-Martin led the most recent evolution of the framework into the current 12-pillar model [12] . The framework identifies 12 pillars (refer with: Fig. 1 ) of competitiveness reflected in the literature, covering 111 individual variables. The GCI ranks countries, separated into three groups: endowment economies, that compete heavily on natural resources and abundant, untrained labor; efficiency economies, that have achieved a level of productivity that allows them to compete in goods manufacturing and services with a relatively well developed business climate; and knowledge and innovation economies, that compete via innovation, design, branding, and marketing (http://www.gfmag.com). The WEF's Global Competitive Index is based on 12 "pillars of competitiveness," divided into three subindexes that emphasize different aspects of market efficiency. In the comprehensive report entitled "The Global Competitiveness Report 2013-2014, Full Data Edition 2013-2014, Klaus Schwab, World Economic Forum" regarding the fourth pillar covering higher education and training, there are the following comments: "Quality higher education and training is crucial for economies that want to move up the value chain beyond simple production processes and products. particular, today's globalizing economy requires countries In particular, today's globalizing economy requires countries to nurture pools of well-educated workers who are able to perform complex tasks and adapt rapidly to their changing environment and the evolving needs of the production system." [13] .
Also, the following are said about pillar 12, "Innovation": "Innovation can emerge from new technological and non-technological knowledge. Non-technological innovations are closely related to the know-how, skills, and working conditions that are embedded in organizations and are therefore largely covered by the eleventh pillar of the GCI. The final pillar of competitiveness focuses on technological innovation. Although substantial gains can be obtained by improving institutions, building infrastructure, reducing macroeconomic instability, or improving human capital, all these factors eventually run into diminishing returns".
This report highlights the true role of universities in increasing competitiveness. Virtually none of the 12 pillars, outside the two directly involved (4 and 12), are independent of the three products of academic activity: skilled labor, research and maintaining and developing a region's cultural state. Thus, the report states: "For example, a strong innovation capacity (pillar 12) will be very difficult to achieve without a healthy, well-educated and trained workforce (pillars 4 and 5) that is adept at absorbing new technologies (pillar 9), and without sufficient financing pillar 8) for R&D or an efficient goods market that makes it possible to take new innovations to market (pillar 6)".
As a conclusion to this issue: "university activity / increasing regional / national competitiveness", one can say that as long as there is a direct / indirect correlation between pillars 4 and 12 related to academics, all other pillars -increasing competitiveness of universities, improving the education system, increasing the research activity and market orientation of both -are essential in increasing regional / national competitiveness. 
Short Presentation of Romanian University Education
The history of Romanian higher education is over 500 years old, the first universities were: Babeș-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca, 1872/1918; teaching existed in Cluj-Napoca since the Jesuits College, 1581, and the Jesuits Academy, 1688; Alexandru Ioan Cuza University, Iaşi, 1860; successor to Vasilian College, 1640, Princely Academy, 1707, and Academia Mihăileană, 1834; University of Bucharest, Bucharest, 1864; successor to the Princely Academy, 1694, and Saint Sava College, 1822 [14] . Currently, Romanian university education includes 56 state universities, 28 private universities accredited by ARACIS and 20 private universities with provisional authorization.
These universities have included undergraduate degree programs, masters and doctorate according to the European Bologna system. Thus, for undergraduate studies, there are 14 main fields of Science, Art and Culture, 70 undergraduate fields of study and 308 majors, there are a large number of masters and doctoral schools for all fields of study [1] . The entire education process takes place under the National Education Law no. 1/2011, is coordinated by the Ministry of Education and approvals of new undergraduate majors and masters are performed by ARACIS: The Romanian Agency for Quality Assurance in Higher Education [15] . The biggest problem in Romanian higher education is that school population is now decreasing; after rising to 907,353 students in the school year 2007/2008, there were only about 500,000 students in the school year 2015/2016 and certainly much less this academic year. The result is reduced funding, because higher education funding is made based on the principle: "the student brings the funds", meaning the ministry allocates funds for each budget student, not global funds. In Romania, the academic studies are organized on three cycles: undergraduate education -3-4 years (4 years in engineering), graduate Master's degree -1-2 years (2 years in engineering), Doctoral studies-3 years. The programs of academic studies for undergraduate education require a volume of intellectual work equivalent to at least 180 credits (social, economics) and at most 240 credits (engineering). The operation of an academic specialization in Romania is now aligned with the Bologna educational system. The Ministers responsible for the higher education from 29 countries from Europe have signed the Statement from Bologna, on June 19th, 1999, agreeing upon some common objectives important for the coherent and harmonious development in the field of higher education until 2010. Romania has signed the Bologna Statement, thus committing itself to insert the objectives within the priorities of the Romanian higher education.
What Attitude Did Top Universities Take in Order to Increase Competitiveness in a Crisis
We must make a very important remark. We are talking about increasing the competitiveness of universities in terms of prolonged crisis, which has been maintained for nearly seven years. It is obvious that the instruments available to increase competitiveness under normal funding are one thing, and the conditions and measures in case of underfunding, most often radical, are another thing entirely. It is true, they are common elements, but these relate to the human factor, "the man makes the place" as old saying goes; therefore, by making everything better, each member of the academic community will make a contribution that can diminish the effects of the crisis. The global crisis which began in 2008 severely hit universities around the world. We must make a sad statement: beginning with the top university (Harvard), all great universities (not to mention others) are faced with strong financial difficulties following the global crisis. The university president had this to say in a speech during the start of the new academic year (2013-2014): American higher education is undergoing seismic shifts, and we face extraordinary pressures. And Harvard is not immune [16] . Harvard was not alone; a recent report by the financial services company TIAA-CREF (Charlotte, NC, USA) and the Commonfund Institute (Wilton, CT, USA), based on a voluntary survey of 435 institutions of higher education, estimated that universities lost, on average, 23% of their endowments in late 2008 [17] . Moreover, the EUA -European University Association made a similar finding: "The results of the continuous EUA monitoring of the crisis clearly show that European higher education systems have been affected very differently, which reflects to some extent the impact that the crisis has had on their respective national economies". The same report tells us that the global crisis has also affected research: "On the other hand, the crisis has also affected universities' research activities". The most comprehensive analysis on short and long term measures to counteract the effects of underfunding, through a survey of the employees of 87 public U.S. universities, members of the Association of Public and Land-grant Universities, has been carried out by Christine M. Keller Table 1, column 1, 2 and Table 2 column 1, 2 summarizes the list of long-term strategies and the number and percentage of the 87 institution respondents implementing each option (refer with: Table 1, Table 2 ). But the question resulting from the title is: can universities increase their competitiveness during a crisis and bring a contribution to increasing regional / national competitiveness? Christine M. Keller's study, the largest that we know due to the nature and number of subjects, answers the first part of the question, what did universities do and what should they do to work properly in a crisis, in particular by saving on personnel, funds, cuts in all areas [18] . But we are left with the question: is it enough? Sure, the issue here is not increasing competitiveness, but preserving the institution. Concerns about education reform existed before the advent of the global crisis. About the image, analysing the websites of leading universities, we see that they are all well made, providing comprehensive information on structure, education, research, taking great care regarding the image of the school, for example by including a "media resources" field.
The Effects of the Global Crisis on Eastern European Universities
According to Pawłowski [19] , two factors characterize emerging economies such as those in Central and Eastern Europe, namely globalization and current use of knowledge as a vital resource. The latter is more important than raw materials, technologies and capital and generates the highest added value. Two decades have not been enough to erase the gap between Eastern and Western Europe and five years ago the global crisis took over everyone. In such circumstances it is hard to believe that universities in Eastern Europe can catch up with top universities which, although faced with funding cuts, still do very well and remain on top. This is another reason for each university to fight for a better place in the hierarchy and to enhance its competitiveness on the local, regional, national, and international stage [20, 21] . Regional universities seem to be limited to the role of providing specialists, graduates who are assimilated in a certain percentage (the emphasis is not so much on know-how but rather on the area of expertise). The role of these universities in research is minor: competitiveness is only theoretical and the recession has cut off the few research contracts they provided before 2008. A solution is published in the comprehensive study [22] led by former Romanian minister of education Andrei Marga: "Romania would do best if it changed its university system. A country with a little over twenty-one million people, which wasted (due to insufficient reforms) its (excellent) chances to attract foreign students, cannot sustain the ninety eight universities. On the other hand, any reform measure, be it inspired, fails as long as the system is anachronistic". Romania should immediately face the truth, that it has too many universities and too few students. The involvement of universities in real life is difficult to assess, much of the data is confidential, classified, e.g. data regarding contracts between universities and other partners. In addition, as Marek Kwiek stated [23] : Regional engagement in research is a much more distant goal, and there is a need for more public resources to be invested in joint programs for universities and companies, and for major changes in the current individual and institutional research assess-meant formulas and requirements for academic promotion. But the major complexity is that regional engagement in research requires research-intensive regional economies as components of a more research-intensive national economy-changes that will take years to emerge" [23] . Another aspect we want to emphasize from the beginning is the need for a national system of quality management in education [24] . Sure, the extensive campaign of 2011 led by the leaders in the higher education system in Romania, i.e. ranking universities, fit in such an endeavor, but this system (considered "disturbing" to some) was dropped and the situation returned to its initial phase. In Poland [23] , as a result of the new law on higher education (March 2011), the competitiveness of universities is increasing through various ways, such as additional state funding for partnerships with enterprises, especially through science and technology, the creation of technological and industrial parks, incentives for the regional initiatives of universities. In general, the level of responsiveness of universities to the needs of the labor market is low in Poland. Surveys concluded [23] that the level of cooperation with the business sector is also low. This is generally the case in all former communist Eastern European countries, and Romania is no exception. The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) found that there is no exact correlation between labor market needs and the educational offer. We have explained this truth before, such a correlation is very difficult to achieve. In order to create a new school in a new field you need equipment, including software, which you can buy if you receive the funds relatively quickly, but teachers are trained in years. Romanian legislation, for example, allows the authorization of a new specialization if it has a 25-50% share of professors and associate professors. If the school is new in that field, how can this be achieved? The specialization "Land Measurements and Cadastre" was initiated at the Technical University of Cluj Napoca in 2004 and was accredited in 2013. The "illness" of higher education, that of failing to closely correlate its educational and research offer with the market demand was the reason behind strong reforms in recent years in Western Europe [23] . The role of universities in a knowledge-based economy is recognized, but the share of their income from contracts with companies in the real economy remains very low, and Romania is no exception. The fact that we are in a crisis is an explanation, but the situation was not much better either before 2008.
Anti-Crisis Measures in Romanian Universities
Of course, most anti-crisis methods used to reduce costs in American universities, members of the Association of Public and Land-grant Universities, are valid for all universities in the world, Romania included. The Tables 1 and 2 , show short and long term measures and in columns 3 the chance for each measure to be applied in Romanian universities with the same purpose. We present these measures, as seen by the authors. All measures relate to public education because in Romania, as in most states, private education is controlled by the state only with regard to law compliance and quality, not organization, funds, taxes, etc.
Conclusions
Four basic elements have brought higher education in Romania to a state that does not encourage competitiveness. The first was that mentioned by Marek Kwiek [23] . Twenty-something years were not enough to erase the differences, including in higher education, between western and eastern Europe, especially in Romania. The second is due to the negative economic phenomenon which started in 2008, i.e. the global crisis, that hit not only the U.S. and European economies but also the educational system. The third, reported by Professor Andrei Marga and his staff [22] as we have seen, is the disproportion between the number of inhabitants, the students and the number of universities. And fourth element is the lack of reforms. But other issues exist in addition to these, specific to Eastern European universities, which are presented in the paper, leading to the current state of non-competitiveness of Romanian universities. For the first two elements we cannot but "let time do the talking", for the third the merger of universities seems the only solution. For the fourth, the development and implementation of objective prioritizing tools, the application of legal provisions on the financing of education, the release and flow of academic jobs, the stimulation of university mergers are a few reforms that could bring more chances to Romanian universities in their struggle to increase competitiveness. One of the safest, most objective and cheapest ways to do what we stated before is to inform. We bring forth a paragraph of prof. Marga's report: "The higher education system is certainly marked by uneven developments, with (sometimes significant) differences in the way Romanian universities meet standards of social responsibility. From this perspective, the collection and interpretation of solid information becomes even more necessary as they can provide the support to form a clearer perspective and at the same time, differentiated on medium and long term solutions on the development of the higher education system in Romania" [22] .
